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This is an exploratory study of the experiences
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"t;,,e transition to heading a household and Iot..:uses on

support syste8s av~ilable to these women.
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"Find out who the head of an .American household is
and you will be able to predict the kind of medical attention the
children will receive from the day they are conceived, the neighborhoods they will grow up in, the schools they will and wontt be able

t

to attend, and perhaps most important, the vision of the futurethe possibilities and impossibilities that will grow before their eyes. " 1

I

r Louise

I

'

Kapp Howe,The Future of the Fam.ily.(New York:Simon
and Schuster,1972).
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Chapter 1

'

INTRODUCTION

'

Single women heads of households are not a new
phenomenon.

Female headed household have existed through

time as the consequence of divorce, marital desertion,
widowhood and illegitimate births~

Recently, there has

been an unprecedented increase of female headed households

i

nationwide.

Over the last decade the number of female

headed households has multiplied 24%, and nearly ten times

.
1
as f ast as two paren t f ami·1 y units.
This rapid growth has had an affect among Chicano
and Latino communities.

t

In 1974, 1.5 million Chicano and

Latino families were headed by a woman. 2

Available

demographic data such as that provided in U.S. census
reports furnish fragmentary information on Chicanas and
Latinas who head households.

Such material is limited to

1 sandra Stencel, Single Parent Families (Washington
D.C.: Editorial Research Reports, 1976).
· .. · ·2

•· _ Albuquerque Journal - April 30, 19 76

1

I

2

describing the socio-economic characteristics of these
households and explanation for their increase but does not
tell us what happens to women facing a new role status in
the experience of heading a household.
This is an exploratory study of twenty Chicanas
and Latinas and their transition to heading a household.
The scope of the study will be limited to describing what
happened to these women in their new role status, and to
discover what, if any support systems these women relied
upon to adjust to heading a household.

The generalization

of this study is limited by the size and selection of the
sample and its urban characteristics.

However, the data

collected may serve as a base for future hypothesis testing.

3
BACKGROUND

The proportion of families headed by women in
Chicano and Latino communities has been documented at a
lower percentage than in black, asian, and "anglo"

IJ

communities. 3

Yet, the status of Chicanas· and Latinas

heading households is almost critical when compared to all
other women heading households.

While 55% of all female

headed families in the United States have dependent children
under the age of eighteen, 68% of ~hicana headed families
and 76.5% of Puerto Rican families, do. 4

Regardless of

their prior economic status, all single heads of households
run a high risk of poverty. 5

Slightly over half of Chicana

and Latina headed families (or 54% and 51% respectively)
were below the poverty line compared to one third of all

3 Martha P. Cortera, Profile on the Mexican American
Woman, National Educational Labor Publications, Inc.,
Austin, Texas, 1976, p. 264.
4 Ibid., p. 142 .
.. 5 Heather Ross and Isabel Sawhill, Time of Transition:
The Growth of Families Headed by Women (Washington, D.C.:
The Urban Institute).

4
families headed by women. 6

These facts place these women

and their families at risk in the areas of economics, mental
health and social functioning.
Recent work in the study of female headed families
points to the tremendous need to know more about-all Jamilies
headed by women. 7

Traditional social science has emphasized

pathological aspects or family dysfunction to describe
female headed families.

The result has been a validation

of pathology in research on female headed families. 8

Social.

scientists are only now shifting research away from the
search for pathology and toward other factors affecting the
dynamics of family life.
It is known that all female heads of households face
numerous problems.

The multitude of economic, legal, social

and emotional problems that confront this group has a marked

6 nelf ina Landeros, "A Statistical Overview of
Selected Demographic Social and Economic Characteristics
of the Spanish Ancestry Population in the United States,"
(paper presented at the meeting of the American Public Health
Association, Chicago, Illinois, November 16-20, 1975)
7Ross and Sawhill,
8

Ross and Sawhill,

l.oc' • C it •

loc. cit.

5
impact on the experience of heading a household. 9

In order

to further understand the special ways in which Chicanas and
Latinas might experience heading a household, other
influences must be taken into account.
It has been documented that Chicanos and Latinos
have been the objects of discrimination by the dominant
society.lo

Chicanos are significantly behind American

society as a whole in the socio-economic indicators of
education, income, occupation, housing and political
.
11
represen t a t ion.

Dis~rim:i:nation has also been established

in the legal and judicial systems.

12

The disproportionate

numbers of Chicanas and Latinas heading households at the
poverty level and the number of persons residing in these
families raises the implication of susceptibility of this
group to stress.

Acosta states that "these oppressive

conditions should certainly make Mexican Americans vulnerable

9Stencel,op. cit.,p. 688
tOFrank X. Acosta,"Ethnic Variables in Psychotherapy: The
Mex~can-American," Chicano Psychology,ed. Joe L. Martinez(New York:Acade~~c
Press, 1977)

11Ibid.
"12Ibid.

6

to serious psychological distress and lower levels of selfesteem."

13

Carrillo points out that demographic and

epidemiological studies on Hispanic groups have documented
manifestations and/or symptoms of psychological distress
which are directly linked to socio-economic conditions,

'

family structure, and religious beliefs and practices. 14

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The purpose of this study is to relate the
experiences of Chicanas and Latinas as Single Heads of
Household.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This is an exploratory study of the experience of
Chicanas and Latinas and their transition to heading a
household.

The purpose of the investigation is to giscover

13 Ibid.

•

14carmen Carrillo,"Chicanos and Psychotherapy: Issues and
Trends,"(position paper of the Director of Clinica4 Services,£1 Centro
de Salud •'4ental, Oakland, California, June, 1977).

7
what happens to these women in this role status and to
describe their overall experiences as single heads of
household.

A sub-focus is to discover what, if any, support

systems are relied upon by these women to resolve areas of
stress in their lives as household heads.

The data collected

is intended to serve as a baseline for future hypotheses of
the functioning of this family and the ways in which it may
ultimately affect life within Chicano and Latino communities.
In order to describe the experiences of Chicanas
and Latinas as single heads of household and to gather
baseline data, the following analytical questions should be
explored-What are the demographic characteristics ,of this
group?
-What has been the overall experience as heads of
household?
-What are the major concerns of these women?
-What do these women consider to be their main
problems?
-What, if any, coping strategies are used by this
group to resolve such problems?
-What, if any, support systems do these women

perceive as being available to them?
-What patterns emerge as a commonality of
experience for these women?

Fundamental Assumptions of the Study

•

By their very nature, exploratory studies are
usually heavily dependent on assumptions. 15

In planning

and executing this investigation the researcher proceeded
on the following assumptions:
1.

The exploratory research design is most

appropriate for the purposes of this study,

i.e., to gather

descriptive information.
2.

That the experiences of Chicana and Latina

Single Household Heads are influenced by their socio-economic,
linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
3.

A large random sample was not required as long
-

as the various types of single household heads were included.
4.

The four types of household heads to be studied

were Unwed Mothers, Deserted Wives, Widows and Divorcees.

lSTony Tripodi, Phillip Fellin and Henry J. Miller;
The Assessment of Social Research (Itasca: F. E. Peacock
Publishers, 1969).

9
5.

Single women heads of household who have

dependent children under the age of eighteen are distinctly
different than those women who head other kinds of families.
6.

Use of interviews is more appropriate for

collecting descriptive information.
7.

Narratives of experience expressed in interviews

would allow for spontaneity in response, and probing for
adequate response.

Interviews are more personal for this

topic of study and conducive to collecting the data needed.
8.

'

The ethnicity of the interviewer (Chicana) and

the topic of study would facilitate establishing rapport
with respondents.
9.
stresses.

There are different levels of coping with life
These include physical coping in a broad social

sense and emotional coping.

Functioning at one level is

often affected by functioning at another.

I

10.

The process of adjustment to a new role

{household headship) may be accompanied by feelings of
emotional upheaval.
11.

Adjustment and resolution of problems is

facilitated by support networks.
12.

Single women heads of households face a variety

of social, legal, and psychological issues.

'

These include,.

1U

but may not be limited to Economics and Finances, Childrearing, Parenting, Housing, and Physical and Mental Health.
13.

That depictions of female headed households

as being inherently pathological only perpetuate the notions
of failure.

RATIONALE FOR CONDUCTING THE STUDY

Although research has been conducted on Chicano
and Latino families, little information has been generated
on the plight of single women headed families.

While

demographic profiles are available on this group, information
detailing the overall experience of these women is scarce.
The researcher'-s commitment to human service and to
the advancement and understanding of Chicanos and Latinos
led to the study of the experiences of this family form.
In turn, the commitment to human service and the condition

I

of all-oppressed people obligates the social work profession
to know more about the status of this family .

•

Unique Aspects of the Study
..

This study is unique in the area of Social Work

research for the following reasons:
1.

•

Research focusing on the experiences of

•

11

adjustment to becoming a single head of household and the
support systems facilitating this process has not been
attempted among Chicana and Latina single heads of household.
2.

Social Work research utilizing an interview-

narrative approach to obtaining descriptive information of
experiences as single heads of household has not been
carried out with Chicana and Latina female heads of household.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

The following definitions were taken from various
social science research material.

Some terms have be~n

modified for the purposes of this study:
1.

Single Women Heads of Household:

Throughout

this study the terms "single woman head of household,"
"mother headed household, .. female headed household" and
"woman headed household" will be used to refer to those
females who are single parents heading households of
dependent children under the age of 18 years old.

The

United States Census delineates single-parent family forms
as male-headed or female-headed.

.. ·

This distinction eliminates

the number of other female household heads who are without

t

•

12

.
16
c h ildren.

2.

Chicano and Latino:

For the sake of clarity,

Chicanos and Latinos will be ascribed definitions found
in the Census and social science literature.

Chicanos

include persons of Mexican heritage who self identify as
Mexican American or Chicano.

This definition does not

incorporate political ideology.

Latinos, is used to

signify other persons of "Spanish" origin as delineated
by the census.

Included are persons who self-identify as

Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central and South Americans and

.
17
Hispanos.

3.

Stress:

"A condition of tension ·.,rl.thin an individual which
18
occurs as a response to one or more stressors."

4.

Stressor:

"Any problem condition that is posed to the

individual or organism for solution."19

s.

Coping:

Strategies and skills employed to deal with stress.

16

20

u.s. Bureau of the Census,"Marital Status and Living Arrangements,
March 1975,"Current Population Reports,Series p-20,No.287, December,1975.
17 u. s. Bureau of the Census, Current Pop.J.lation Reports: ''Persons
of Spanish Origin in the United States: March 1974."
18 Sydney H. Croog,"The Family as a Source of Stress,"Social Stress,
ed. Sol Levine and Noram A. Scotch(O\icago:Adeline P:.;.hlishing,1970)p.21.
19 Ibid,p.21.
20 Richards. Lazarus,Psychological Stress and the Coping Process.
(New Yopc:Mc Grw-hill, 1966).

13
S.

Nuclear family is defined as that structure

with a male household head, his wife and their biological
or adopted children. 21
Support System: "Help, material, or resources available

6.

in the fonn of primary groups of family or friends, or personal bell~fs and
22

characteristics which allow a person to mediate stress in a crisis."

Types of Stress
Stress occurs on every level of an individual's
environment.

Such phenomena manifests itself during a

crisis situation and can occur singly, or in c_lusters as
physiological, biochemical, psychological or sociocultural
If an individual's social, physical,,and psycho-

stress.

logical functioning can be thought of as a state of equilibrium, a stress can be:

21

Arlene s. Skolnick and Jerome H. Skolnick,eds.,Family in
Transition(Boston: Little-Brown,~977)p.7

: 22

I

Barbara s. Dohrenwend and Bruce P. Dohrenwend,"Class and
Race as Status-Related Sources of Stress,•Soc:1a1 .stress,ed. Sol Levine
and Norman A. Scotc:il (01:i.;.ago:Adeline Publishing,1970)

14

•

Some stimulus condition that results
in disequilibrium and produces a
23
dynamic strain or change in the system.
In times of crisis an individual may be conscious of a
disturbed state although the cause of the stress may not
be recognized.

DEL IMITATIONS

Material for this study was obtained in the
following way:
1.

The study incorporated existing documents on

the status of Chicana and Latina Single Heads of Household
in the United States.
2.

Sources of data were twenty Chicanas and Latinas

who were single women heads of household in the. spring of
1978.

Most of these women were of Protestant faiths.
3.

This investigation was limited to twenty women

with dependent children under the age of 18 years old.
Respondents resided in the San Francisco-Oakland Bay area
in the Spring of 1978 and were unwed mothers, deserted

23

·Aaron Antonovsky,"Conceptual and Methodological Problems
in the Study of Resistance Resources and Stressful Life Events,"
Stressful Life Events: Their Nature and Effects,ed. Barbara Snell
Dohrenwend 411d Bruce P. D±renwend{New York:John Wiley and Sons,1974)p.246.

wives, widows or divorced.
4.

Data for the study was obtained through

interviews conducted in February and March 1978.
5.

Interviews were conducted in both English and

6.

Only urban dwellers were considered for this

Spanish.

study.

I
16

The remainder of this study consists of the
following:
Chapter 2. Review of the Literature
The literature review examines the impact of nuclear
family models on the analysis of female headed families.

The

I
impact of the concept of pathology is viewed along with the
need for alternative approaches to analysis.

I

Work on

Chicana and Latina household heads is cited.
Chapter 3, Methodology
Describes the methods and procedure used in conducting
this study.

Sampling, techniques, data analysis and research

design are discussed.

•

Chapter 4, Findings
Contains the results of interviews with Chicana
and Latina household heads and the areas of analysis sought

I

for this study.

Chapter 5, Conclusions and Recommendations
summary of the study's results and recommendations
of its ··future usP for hypothesis testing .

•
t

17
Chapter 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

To understand the experiences of Chicano and Latino
single women heads of household, it is first necessary to
gain insight on the position these women have in the spectrum
of women headed families and families in general.

This

chapter focuses on a selective review of the literature
dealing with female headed households from the early 1960's
to the present.

•

categories:

The review is divided into the following

(1) Influence of the deviancy model (2) Impact

of the concept of pathology (3) Alternate approaches to the
study of women ·headed families (4) Stress placed on single

•

women heads of household (5) Women headed households as
families in transition (6) Chicano and Latino families headed
by women.

Influence of Deviancy Model
The family as a unit and institution has undergone
varying degrees of anlysis by social scientists.

I

The

18

widespread acceptance of the Nuclear Family Model

1

as a

standard against which all other family forms are judged
became evident throughout the literature review.

This

model's acceptance is the basis for the assumption that
the mother-headed family is deviant and prone to be
inherently pathological because of its structure.
Brandwein, et al., accurately points out this assumpt,ion
is responsible for the majority of research on mother-headed
families and studies that stress pathological effects of
father absence on children. 2

Such an approach perpetuates

the notion of deviancy and reveals little about the

I

sociological, psychological or social welfare experiences
of these women.

•
t

In his classic study of the family, Goode 3 views

1 Nuclear family is defined as that structure with
a male household head, his wife and their biological or
adopted children. Arlene S. Skolnick and Jerome H. Skolnick,
Family in Transition (Boston: Little-Brown, 1971), p. 7.
2 Ruth A. Brandwein, Carol A. Brown and Elizabeth
Maury Fox, "Women and Children Last: The Social Situation o
Divorced Mothers and Their Families," Journal of Marriage
and F~_mily, August 1974 pp. 498-514.
' 3 william J. Goode, The Family (Englewood Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1964), p.

t

19
any system other than the conjugal nuclear family as a
"dissolution of family role systems .. 114

The roles referred

to fall along the traditiona~ sex role divisions which find
men primarily responsible for financial support and women
as caretakers of the children.

Goode focuses on the children

of divorcees and widows as having emotional problems stemming
from the lack of an adequate male role model.
homes

II

He calls such

Broken Homes". that contribute to the delinquency rate

of juveniles.
The terminology used throughout the literature
denote that families without a male household head are

t
incomplete.

Like Goode, Stephens 5 refers to fatherless

families as not meeting the definition of family.

He

acknowledges that although these families exist throughout
'-"

F/

the world, they are only viable when a social father is
present.

•

The social father figure is a male who has close

contact with the mother-headed household and performs such
duties as disciplining the children and offering advice.

•

•

'

This male does not, however, maintain any sexual relations

5 william N. Stephens, The Family in Cross Cultural
Perspective (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963),
p. 27, 31, 32

20

with the woman household head.

Social fathers are usually

brothers or uncles who share the woman household head's
tasks from time to time in regard to her children.
Since it is unrealistic to expect a woman headed
household to exist isolated from any adult male influence,
the concept of a social father figure appears appropriate.
However, social fathers have often been deemed father
substitutes. 6

This practice by implication suggests that

the only way for this "abnormal " family to be " normal" is
to have a second adult member who is male and a proxy father.
Further, the argument that these families exist only when
social fathers as father substitutes are present,

is open

to questions because it places a restrictive stipulation on
what is and what is not a viable mother-headed household .

Impact of the Concept of Pathology
The deviancy model applied to studies of single
mother-headed families is amplified in the concept of
pathology outlined by Daniel Moynihan's report on Black
family life during the 1960's "The Negro Family: The Case

6 E. Josephson, "The Matriarchy: Myth and Reality,"
Family Coordinator Vol. 18 (3): 268-276, 1969.

21

t

for National Action" more commonly known as The Moynihan

. .
Report. 7 It is
important to note that the report was
originally written as a Labor position paper and not

t

intended as the sociological study it eventually became. 8
Thus, Moynihan focused on the condition of Black families
using the term "welfare" in a general sense to evaluate the
effectiveness of then current civil rights programs.

His

report shifted emphasis on the living conditions of Black

•

families and was based on the premise that father absence
was the result of family instability in general.

By focusing

on the detrimental affects of father absence rather than the

t
functioning of the family in the perspective of external
factors, Moynihan was able to identify matriarchal structure

•

as the core or root of a "Tangle of Pathology" existing in
Black communities.

The cycle at work included the

emasculating effect unemployment had on Black men, poor

I

housing, and pervasive poverty.

Although these are generally

external factors affecting family functioning, Moynihan's

I
..

•

•

7Lee Rainwater, and William L. Yancey, eds .. , The

Moynihan Report and the Politics of Controversy (Cambridge:
The M.I.T. Press, 1975), p .

a Ib1.'d • ,

p•

22
conclusions were that internal (familial structure) role
deviancy was the cause of the pathology cycle.

From this

notion Moynihan hypothesized that while the white family had

t
achieved and maiI\tained stability, the Black family was
highly unstable and approaqhing the brink of complete
breakdown.
The impact of the concept of pathology on future
sociological research among Blacks and also among motherheaded family structures was pronounced.

In a review of

social research among Black communities, Lawrence E. Gary 9
described the far reaching affects of the concept of

t
pathology described by Moynihan's report.

As an example

of traditional research models the Moynihan report stressed
an authoritarian and exclusively masculine emphasis.

The

desirability of,patriarchal structure and the overwhelming
emphasis on pathology has designated the mother-headed family

•

as abnormal and its members victims of its structure.
Further, it led to the practice of labeling and interpreting

•

the behavior of Blacks as deviant when it is in fact,

9Lawrence E. Gary, Social Research and the Black
Community (Washington D.C.: Howard University, 1973),
pp. 25-28.

23

•

"realistic and normally adaptive within the social
context. 11 10

h concept of pathology was also expanded to
Te

include descriptions of mother-headed families in general

t

as deviant, unhealthy and disorganized.

This family came

to be viewed as a "form of unfamily or sick family. 1111

In

short, this particular family form came to be considered by
many as the product of family disorganization and evidence
of the breakup of traditional Nuclear Family Life .

•
•

The concept of pathology applied to single women
headed households is found in the work of Ferris. 12

In an

overview of mother-headed families Ferris cites an increase
of 100,000 female headed families per year.

.

The significant

number of non-white female headed families is put forth

•

as proof that non-white families are not as stable as white
families.

He states, "The absence of the husband from non-

white marriages is evidence of the greater instability of

lOibid., p. 28.

I

11 sandra Stencel, Single Parent Families (Wash-ington

D.C.: Editorial Research Reports, 1976), p. 672.

•

_ 12Abbott L. Ferris, Indicators of Trends in the
Status of American Women {New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
1974) p. 4, 56, 154 .

24
the non-white family. 1113

In stating this view, Ferris is

applying Moynihan's label of deviancy to non-white families.
Moreover, instability is equated as a characteristic of
the non-white female headed family.

In turn, this bolsters

the assumption of inherent pathology among this group because
of its mother-head or fatherless structure.

Alternate Approaches to the Study of Women-headed Households
Other social scientists have indicated the need to
go beyond the family structure and examine what is going on
in the outside world that either may cause breaks in the
family functioning or strengthen its effectiveness. 14
Traditionally the weight of responsibility for any
problems that do occur in this family are placed with family
structure instead of considering external factors that also
influence family life. 15

External pressures associated with

13 Ibid.
14 warren D. Ten Houten, "The Black Family: Myth and
Reality" in Skolnick and Skolnick, op. cit., Stencel, op. cit.,
p. 664.
~- 15 sandra Stencel, Single Parent Families (Washington
D.C.: Editorial Research Reports, 1976), p. 672.
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socioeconomic influences and single parenting may cause
strains on the family unit as a whole or on its individual
members . 16

Stress Placed on Single Women Heads of Household
Regardless of the circumstances that make women
single heads of household, the problems they face are
numerous.

The multiude of economic, legal, social and

emotional problems that confront this group ha.s a marked
impact on the experience of heading a household. 17
Money problems place a type of handicap on this
household.

The majority of these families are affected by

economic hardship in either being below, at-risk or at the
official poverty level.

In 1974, 51.5% of all female headed

I
families with children were living below the poverty level.

18

At that time, the federal poverty line for non-rural families
of four was $5,038; for families of five, $5,950; and for

16 Ibid., p. 673.

i

17 stencel, QJ2- i;;;it., p. 666-669.
"

18
Stencel, OE- cit., p. 666.
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families of six persons, $6,699 per year. 19

For Black

families headed by a woman, 65.7% or approximately twothirds were living in poverty. 20

Among Chicana and Mexican-

American female head of household 53.5% were below the
poverty level and 51.4% of Latina 21 household heads were
living in poverty.

For divorced women, economic strains

are compounded by the inability to collect child-support
payments from their ex-spouse.

The number of fathers who

default· on their child support has been estimated at four
out of every ten following the first year .of divorce . . 22
After ten years, the number of recalcitrant fathers numbers

I
eight out of every ten.

Moreover the argument that these

men are unable to pay because of their economic status is

•
19 Ibid., p. 666 ..
20 Ibid., p. 666.

I

•
•

21,nelfina Landeros, "A Statistical Overview of
Selected Demographic Social and Economic Characteristics
of the Spanish Ancestry Population in the United States,"
(paper presented at the meeting of the American Public
Health Association, Chicago, Illinois, November 16-20,
1975), p.
,,
.,
· 22 stencel,

I .
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no longer valid •. 23

Negligent child support is prevalent

among all socioeconomic levels and not solely at the lower
income strata.

It

While some men at the lower income level are

required to contribute substantial portions of their income
in child support, men at the higher income levels are
increasingly failing to contribute their support payments. 24
To aid these families in securing support, Congress
enacted a law in December 1974 which required states to make
concentrated efforts to locate recalcitrant fathers. 25

The

law established a central locator service within the U.S.

•

Department of Health, Education and Welfare which gave states
access to federal files.

California is linked to the central

locator service by computer.

Under the law, the success

rate for locating addresses is reported at almost 90%. 26
This does not, however, suggest the rate of obtaining payment.
The law does provide use of the federal court system-to

23 Ibid.: p. 667.

I

24 Ibid., p • 667.
.,•. .. 25 Ibid., p. 674.

•

'

26 Ibid., p • 675.
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secure court orders mandating payment.

The Internal

Revenue Service is authorized to collect back payments in
the same way it collects back taxes.

Government agencies

and the armed forces are authorized to withhold deductions
from paychecks of negligent child supporters.

Women on

welfare who cooperate in locating the father are given up
to $20 for every month the support payments are collected.
The balance of the money is kept by the federal government
with the rationale that it offsets welfare payments for each
month support was unavailable. 2 7
In a study of mothers without partners, Le Masters 28
set out to find the generic patterns and problems shared by
all mother-child families and to examine any unique patterns
that cluster around a single issue.

The single most far

reaching concern of these women was economics or sources of
income.

Le Masters found that mother-headed families

account for 25% of the families at the poverty level.

27

28

Stencel, op. cit., p. 667.

E. E. Le Masters, "Parents Without Partners,"
Family in Transition, ed. Arlene S. Skolnick and Jerome
H. Skolnick.
(Boston, Little-Brown, 1971), p 403

This

figure led to the study of AFDC (Aid to Families with
Dependent Children} mothers in Boston which revealed motherheaded families facing economic crises monthly.

When living

expenses were so high that money ran out before the end of
the month, these mothers found alternate ways to cope.

These

problems arising in their social environment prompted these
women to use survival tactics.

The fact that one-parent

families headed by women are considerably over-represented

•

in the poverty levels and on public welfare rolls is an
indication that other influences in the social environment

•

are at work.

Le Masters states that these indicators do not

prove that this family structure is inherently dysfunctional;
only that the economic, political, and social welfare systems
are "not properly organized to provide an adequate standard
•
•
II
·
29
of living
fort h ese f ami· 1 ies.

Goode recognizes special stresses placed on divorcees

•

and compares it to the period of adjustment experienced by
widows. 30

•

are the loss of companionship, security or love; a halt in

29

•
•

Among the emotional strains to the remaining mate

Le Masters, op. cit., p.409

30Goode,

loc. cit •

3u
sexual satisfaction: and the loss of an adult role model for
children to pattern themselves after.

Added to these

stresses is the increased labor task load on the remaining.
spouse compounded by the demands of raising children,
financial difficulties and the reassignment of the division
of labor within the household.
The most basic difference between adjustment to
death and adjustment to divorce is that biological death is
an irreversible state.

Divorce can be thought of as a social

death in terms of the absence of the marriage mate.
the adjustments required are different.

Still,

Although all

societies observe institutionalized bereavement customs to
adjust to death, no such behavior exists for the post

I

divorce adjustment.

Death of a spouse affords consolation

to.the surviving mate in terms of th~ emotional support
offered by kin.

For this reason, Goode views the widow as

being better off emotionally in comparison to the divorcee
because the widow does not have to face her sudden
adjustment alone.

The widow is provided a support system

It
in the socially _sanctioned rituals of mourning which
oblig~-t:es friends and relatives to comfort the widow and

•

•

her children •
Another stress placed on the single woman head of

31

•

household is that of stigamitization.

The labeling of the

single woman headed household as incomplete, deviant, and
multi-problem has led to a stigmatization of this family as
a whole and its members in particular.

Brandwein, et al.,

details the stigmatization process and the effects it has
on the family headed by a divorcee. 31

The divorcee has

failed to keep "her" man which prompts the societal myth
that she is ready to seduce other women's husbands.

I

belief may lead to social ostracism of the divorcee.

This
Schools,

neighbors, and the court system assume that children of
divorced women will be neglected, suffer from role confusion
and be prone to delinquency.

These notions may result in

the woman feeling insecure, guilt ridden and questioning her
ability to parent.

To resolve these stresses the divorcee

may attempt to meet a "super-woman" role or retreat to hasty
re-marriage. 3 2

I

In discussing the relation of stress to the family,
Croog notes that stress may vary in degree as well as kind.
Thus, what is a cause of stress to bne family may not be

I

31 Brandwein, et al., op. cit., pp. 498-499.

I

I

32 Ibid., p. 499.

•
to another. 33

Croog states, "A particular family

phenomenon may be a stress source and it may also
constitute a response to stress. 1134

The research on the

I
"broken family" has been plagued by the problem of
specification. 35

Specification is a process through which

researchers have attributed stress to singular, clear cut
events such as the finalization of a divorce decree
death of a spouse.

I

The weakness of specification is that

it reveals little information on the dimensions and impact
of the event as a source of stress.

•

or the

Croog suggests that

appropriate analysis requires the use of auxiliary data that
deal witn the total situation.

For example, in studying

the aftermath of spouse death auxiliary data should include

•
•
I

variables of age; circumstances of death; number and ages
of children remaining in the home; and the subjective
meaning of the deceased to each member in the family.

the case of the aftermath of divorce, auxiliary data include

33 sydney H. Cro ·g, "The Family as a Source of Stress,"
Social Stress, by Sol Levine and Norman A. Scotch {Chicago:
Aldine-~Publishing Company, 1970), p.21,22
34Ibid., p. 22
35 Ibid., p. 29-32

•

In

•
33

age of divorcees, amount of familial approval or disapproval,
ages and number of children and subjective interest in

•

securing the final decree.

Thus, a study of stress applied

to this family's adaptation process should include other
dimensions of the precipitating cause (stress) variable .

•

Coping:

Reacting to Stress
Coping techniques are strategies used to decrease or

eliminate stress, aid in the resolution of conflicts, and
re-establish equilibrium.

Tension occurs as the

individual's inner response to problem confrontation.
, Tension management is the completeness with which problems
are resolved and tension dissipated.

Furtl~r, tension

management is mediated by the resistance resources at the
36

individual's disposal.

These include general homeostatic

flexibility, ties to significant others, ties to the total

•
•
It

•

c9rnrnunity, or other psycho-socio-cultural resources. 3 7

3 6Edward Gross, "Work, Organization and Stress 11 ,

Social Stress, by Sol Levine and Norman A. Scotch
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1970), p. 58-59
· . 3 7Aaron Antonovsky, "Conceptual and Methodological
Problems in the Study of Resistance Resources and Stressful
Life Events"i Barbara Snell Dohrenwend and Bruce P.
Dohrenwendr~-stressful Life Events: Their Nature and Effects
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1974). p.252

These vehicles present an avenue to resolve tension or stress.

Levels of Coping
Coping or tension management techniques operate on
different levels to meet physical, social, or psychological
stress.

For the purposes of this work, physical stress will

i
not be viewed selectively.

Indeed the three areas often

influence functioning in another.

•

the reciprocal effect stress in one area has on stress in
, another exemplified in episodes of mental illness that are
'

caused by unmitigated

t

The work of Jaco documents

stress. 38

Diaz-Guerrero pointed out that people in all
cultures have to confront problems and that there are
different ways to cope with those problems.

These coping

I
styles fell into ~wo categories, passive coping and active
coping. 39

•

Passive coping occurs when an individual solves

problems by enduring and/or accepting them.

This technique

38 E. Gartly Jaco, "Mental Illness in Response to
Stress," Levine and Scotch, op. cit., p.221-223

•

•

~: 39Rogelio Diaz-Guerrero, "A Socio-Cultural Psychology,h
in Chicano Psychology, ed., by Joe Martinez, New York:
Academic Press, 1977 •
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'

•

implies the individual is actively modifying himself
(active internal control).

The second style, active coping

occu~s when individuals confront their problems and try to
solve them by changing their social, physical, or interpersonal environment (active external control).

•

Coping mechanisms then, are strategies and skills
employed to deal with problems or stress.

One can speak

of coping in the social sense of dealing with problems that

I

arise in the social environment.

Coping in the sense of

psychological defense mechanism, is used to handle internal
conflict or confusion and re-establish equilibrium.

The

psychological well being or mental health of an individual

. often directly
.
is
relate d t o the a b·1·
i ity to cope. 4 o

I

Women Headed Households as Families in Transition
While demographic data point to the marked increase

•

in mother headed families recent work indicates this family
form is only a temporary status.

Sawhill and Ross 41

identified the time of female headship as a transitional

40 Antonovsky, op. cit., p. 246-252
41 Heather L. Ross, and Isabel V. Sawhill., Time of
Transition: the Growth of Families Headed by Women (Washington
D.C.: The Urban Institute, 1975) .

•

period.

The schematic movement is out of traditional

nuclear family form through divorce, separation, widowhood,
desertion or illegitimate birth.

The headship status

typically lasts five to six years at which time remarriage
or the coming of age of children remove the female head
from her household head status.

Since Ross and Sawhill are

both economists, their study emphasizes the causes and
results of changes in the composition of families.

In

turn, they looked at social as well as economic conditions
of single women heading households.
In the chapter on Race and Family Structure, Ross
and Sawhill cited the condition of Black mother-headed
families.

They explained the large numbers of single heads

of households as the result of various factors.

Among

teenaged women, the marked increase of illigitimacy rates
is a contributory factor for heading households.

Overall,

the authors found relatively low remarriage reates for Black
women.

Their study revealed the primary reason for household

headship to be separation rather than divorce.

Further,

they found the degree of marital instability reported among
Blacks compared to Whites to be related to differences in
socio-economic status.

For Blacks this is explained by

37

•

continued urbanization, high unemployment, unemployment
among the youngest and least well educated men, and the

I

rapid economic gains of Black women relative to Black
men in recent years.
The authors also raise the question of whether or
not the social welfare system contributes to the growth of
female headed families.

•

They could find no empirical

evidence that the welfare system has a measurable impact
on marital separation.

However, they did find that

remarriage rates of single women heading households on

•

AFDC are much lower than other women in a similar situation
including other poor women.

In their conclusion, the

authors emphasize the need for public policy makers to make

•

life easier for single mothers and their children.

This

includes improving the overall quality of life rather than

•

only providing subsistence living conditions .

Factors Contributing to the Increase of Female Household
Heads
Although many factors have contributed to this

t

growth, the single major cause is the accelerating rate of
divorce.

•
I

In 1975, national divorce rates hit a record high

of one million with California's rate doubling for the past

32

t

decade. 42

Figures for 1970 reveal that 15.8% of divor'ced

women were in their early twenties.

This figure will

probably increase with time given the prediction that 30%

'

of women between 25-30 years of age and one out of every
three young couples will end their first marriage in

I

divorce. 43
Among teenage women the rising rates of
illegitimacy has resulted in their role status of heading

•

a household.

Other women are chasing to become single heads

of households by adopting a child.

Although there are no

accurate statistics on the number of women chasing to adopt
as single parents, there appears to be a growth pattern.
The director of the North American Center for Adoption of

•

the Child Welfare League of America, Betsy Cole states,
"There are more single parents today than in the entire
history of adoption. 1144

Other factors contributing to the

t

t

42 u.s. Bureau of the Census, "Marital Status and
Living Arrangements, March 1975," Current Population Reports,
Series p. 20, No. 287,' December 1975.
43 Ross and Sawhill, op. cit., Chapter 2.

•
•

44 stencel, op. cit., p. 666, quoting Cole, The
Christian Science Monitor, December 22, 1975, pp. 666

•
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growth of female heads of household is the "no-choice"
situation resulting from marital disruption.

These include

marital desertion and widowhood.

'

Still another explanation for the rapid growth of
the single woman headed household lies in the current trend

I

for these women to establish a separate household rather
than reside with relatives. 45

In establishing a separate

household, the single woman head of household has
automatically become visible for inclusion in census
reports.

These women are usually young, divorced or

separated and have custody of their dependent children. 46
The increase of mother headed families stretches across all
socio-economic levels but has particularly affected younger

•

women and Black women. 47

Profile of Female Headed Families
In their detailed analysis of female headed families,

t

•

Ross and Sawhi11 48 documented national growth rates of this

45 Ross and Sawhill, op. cit.
46 Ibid.

•
•

47 Ibid •
48ll.i,g .
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•

group.

What emerges from their study is that the greatest

increases have occurred among the youngest women.

Of all

single women heading families, the majority (47%) are

•

divorced or separated compared to 37% who are widowed.

They

identified 13% of all single women heads as attaining this
status due to having never married.

Among non-whi~e mother

I
headed families with children under the age of 18, the
growth rate has been twice that of their white counterparts.

•

The growth of this family form stretches across all socioeconomic levels and is not solely a lower economic level
experience.

•

There is a greater proportion of female headed

households at the lower economic level because factors
associated with upward mobility have allowed a number of
male headed families to leave this strata.

Although

increases of this type of family have actually accelerated
faster in the other economic levels, the proportion of

•

these families among the lower economic strata has led to
the tendency to characterize the occurrence of female

•
•
•

headship as a lower economic phenomenon. 49

It is important

to note that the authors concluded that regardless of a

49 Ross and Sawhill, op. cit., p .

41
woman's prior economic status, all single heads of
households run a high risk of poverty •

•

Chicano and Latino Families
As with other ethnic groups, Chicano and Latino
families have undergone analysis in terms of sex roles,
values, social-interaction and structure.

Social scientists

have made certain assumptions which resulted in stereotypes

•

of these families as a whole, and their roles within in
particular.SO

For many Chicano and Latino families, the

distinctions of traditional vs. modern values has given
rise to a bi-polarized picture of family life.

For example,

at one end are Chicanos who insist on Chicanas keeping their
11

•

cultural values" by staying at home and following

traditional patterns of female roles.

The fact that

Chicanas have worked outside the home throughout time offsets

I

>

this view which is based on the assumption that the
Chicana's (and Latina's) place has always been in the

t
SOMiguel Montiel, "The Chicano Family: A Review of
Research,n Social Work, March 1973, Vol. 18, No. 2, pp. 2231; Goode, op. cit .

•
••

· 42
home. 51
A persistent problem plaguing Chicanas and Latinas

•

is the negative stereotyping that occurs both intra and
interculturally. 52

The problems of unsound social research

on Chicano and Latino families has resulted in the
perpetuation of negative stereotyping.

overall, these

problems stem from the lack of basic empirical research.
In turn, this practice leads to faulty assumptions and
overgeneralizations. 53

Penalosa asserts that without

empirical data, accurate analysis of the Mexican-American
f~mily structure cannot be made.

The reasons for

inaccuracies are attributed to degrees of acculturation
and its impact on Chicano family life. 54

•

While one may speak of a prototype of Mexican and
Puerto Rican family life, none exists for Chicano family

51 Maxine Baca Zinn, "Political Familism: Toward
Sex Role Equality in Chicano Families," Aztlan, Vol. 6,
No. 1, 1975.

t

52 Montie,
. 1 op. c"t
i.
,,

•
'

54 Fernando Penalosa, "Mexican Family Roles,"
Journal of Marriage and Family. 1968, (30), 680-689 •

'

•
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life.

-55
Diza-Guerrero
puts forth that in order to

understand Mexican American family life one must examine

'

Mexican family life.

In his discussion, Diza-Guerrero

describes the unquestionable supremacy of patriarchal
household heads and the self-sacrificial role of mother-

•

wife as necessary for family functioning.

The author

believes that it is these assumptions which affect every

•

aspect of male-female roles within the family.

Any

variation from the norm would result in an eventual breakdown
(hence neurosis} of family and/or individual functioning.

I

The neurotic symptoms are manifested in self-belittlement
and depression and found more frequently among Mexican
women than men.

I

role confusion in the face of increasing societal sex role
changes.

•

This may be explained by conflict over

What is suggested for Mexican American women is

that conflict over societal expectations vs. actual role
performance may result in stress and mental health problems
for those who can not resolve such conflict.

The .approach

'

Diaz-Guerrero uses is questionable in that it does no~

•

55 Rogelio Diaz-Guerrero, "Neurosis and the Mexican
Family Structure," American Journal Psychiatry. 1955 ( 112) ,
pp. 411-417 •

•
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consider the great heterogeneity that exists in Chicano
and Latino communities.
In Boulette's study of counseling approaches with
Mexican American women several mental health problems and
sources of stress were identified. 56

Most frequently cited

were feelings of depression, low self-esteem, decisionmaking problems and disharmony with a spouse or lover.

The

depression was usually linked to marital disharmony and
included physical battering, financial troubles, infidelity
and/or desertion by the spouse.

The cycle presented in the

marital disharmony led program counselors to designate it
the Pendeja Syndrome, 57 a term used to signify those women
who submissively accept such abuse.

The study sample

consisted entirely of low income women which implies that
their particular types of stress and subsequent mental health
problems are linked to their social environment.

Further,

the inability to cope with their problems suggests the lack

56 T. R. Boulette, Determining Needs and Appropriate
Counseling Approaches for Mexican-American Women (San
Franctsco: Rand E Research Associates, 1976).
S 7 Ib 1.· d . , p. 8 8 - 8 9 .
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of familiarity with coping techniques and solution
strategies.

•

There is a scarcity of work on mother-headed
families in Chicano and Latino communities.

Ralph Guzman

58

writing on the experiences of migrant workers points to a
type of female head of household found among migrant
communities.

He cites the Mexican American family in which

the father is steadily employed but in need of financial

•

assistance.

The mother travels the migrant trail accompanied

by members of the family who can work~

I

Young children are

left in the care of relatives who live along the route.

The

mother becomes the head of household in the sense that she
decides where to go, the length of time to stay in one work

•

location, and what labor negotiations are made.

Although

this household is not a true single woman headed household,
it does indicate a trend at work.

•

Guzman notes that this

practice is relatively contemporary and would have been
unthinkable in the 1930's.

This trend may account for the

•

•
I

-:. 58 Ralph Guzman, "The Invisible Poor: The World of
the Migrant," The Mexican American Heritage (Los Angeles:
use Press, 1968) •

4o
number of rural Mexican American single women headed
households reported by Teresa Ramierz-Boulette.

In her

study, Boulette cited that rural Chicano families were more

•

likely than urban families to be without a male household
~ead.

The figures break down to approximately one-quarter

of all Spanish-speaking rural families having a male
household head present. 59
For mother headed families with many children, the

•

problems experienced are multiplied.

In addressing a

conference of Mexican American women, Francisca Flores 60

•

spoke of the number of wome~ who had large families.

She

stressed that having children should be a choice that

-

includes some assurances for the protection of the well-

•

being necessary to insure family functioning.

For women

with a mate this protection lies with their husbands.

For

women alone--without a mate, the family is often put in a

•
•
•
•

dangerous balance if left to fend for themselves

59

Boulette, op. cit .

6 °Francisca Flores, "Conference of Mexic~n American
Women: ·_un ~emolino," Regeneracion, Vol. 1, No. 10, 1971,
p. 1-5 •

I
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economically.

Flores cites that in East Los Angeles alone

it is estimated that 20% of the heads of Chicano families

•

are women.

This translates to 1/5 of the community being

headed by a single woman.
Cortera gives a demographic profile of Mexican
American women in the United States which includes single
heads of household. 61

A description of family patterns

gives a general discussion of the concerns of the Chicana

I

single woman head of household in areas of employment,
income and childbearing.

Cortera also cites the incidence

of Puerto Rican and other Spanish origin females as heads

I
of households.
Finally, Longeaux y Vasquez addresses the various

I

external influences that put stress on Chicana single heads
of household. 62

The author notes that the entire social

system is responsible for any stress experienced by these

•
I

women.

In urban areas, where the males head of household

Woman:

61Martha Cortera, Profile on the Mexican American
(Austin: National Labor Publishers, 1976).

-- 62 Enriqueta Lo!).geaux y Vasqu~z, "The Mexican
American Woman," Sisterhood is Powerful. Robin Morgan, ed.;
(New York: Random House, 1970).
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is unable to fight the system, he will lose face as he was
unable to meet his societal role expectation.

This

precipitates separation or divorce and the new status for
the Chicana head of household.

The author then outlines

the multiple problems all fem~le household heads must face.

Among

the things she must do are find a way to provide an income
for her family, secure adequate housing, get a job, find
child care, and have some sort of social outlet such as
friendship with a peer.

An in-depth description of life

for the Chicana household head is not a promising picture.
Starting with the difficult task of finding a job, Longeaux
y Vasquez notes the complexities of trying to survive in a
world that has traditionally been sexist and racist.

The

housing secured may be cheap rather than decent and often
means a housing project.

The woman's role within the family

changes to that of both father and mother and the tasks
assigned to each are now combined.

Child care is difficult

if not impossible to obtain in addition to being expensive.
If there are any medical problems within the family the
stress experienced by the Chicana is even more pronounced.
Throug'h all this, the Chicana remains a human with needs
for some sort of social outlet. Finding a social outlet may be

49
practically impossible for the woman alone.
price of a babysitter is too costly.

For some, the

Others will meet with

disapproval from their church or relatives if they become
actively involved in a social life--especially if it
involves friendships with men.

•

This

sanction

is

-interpreted as conflict which may result in guilt .
Longeaux y Vasquez finds that despite these problems, the
Chicana single head of household becomes a stronger person
because she has had to fight harder to exist.

SUMMARY

Traditional research analyzing female headed
households has been based on the concepts of pathology,

•

deviancy and the nuclear family model.

This approach

perpetuates images of failure and dysfunctionalism of the

•

family because of its structure •
Concern for lack of adequate male role model has
led social scientists to study the detrimental effects of
father absence on children.
in a social father figure.

This role model can be found
Cross cultural research reveals

.,_.·

this male assists in child-rearing tasks.

•

Various types of stress are placed on single women
heads of household.

•

These stresses stem from crisis

50

t

situations in their social, psychological environments and
fluctuates according to each situation.
Women heading families were also reported as being

'

in a state of temporary status which averages 5-6 years.
The status ends with the coming of age of children or
remarriage of the woman.
Studies of Black families headed by women were
presented against consideration of socio-economic factors

I

that influence family life.

This suggests a framework for

analyzing Chicana and Latina single heads of household that

•

is broader

in approach.

external and internal factors effecting this household head
and her family.

•

That is, one that considers

It also recognizes that there is no single

prototype of the Chicano and Latino family but rather

variations along a continuum.

Finally, the paucity of

research on Chicana and Latina women headed households points

•

to the need to know more about their socio-psychological
experience .

•

•
•
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Chapter 3
METHODOLOGY

Overview
Chicana and Latina single heads of household face
a variety of economic, legal, social and emotional issues.

Demographic profiles which reveal the growth of these
female headed units give a fragmented view of these women •

•

Moreover, the paucity of recent research and the limited
psychological, and sociological literature available reveals

•

little about the experiences of these women as heads of
household.

This investigation is an exploratory study

which was designed to describe the experiences of Chicana
and Latina single heads of household.
Description of Research Methodology

•

For the purposes of this study an exploratory
research methodology was selected as a means of. securing
descriptive infor~ation. 1

The approach selected .to obtain

•
·,,. 1 Tony Tripodi, Phillip Fellin, and Henry J. Meyer,

'l'he Assessment of Social Research (Itasca: Peacock Publishers,

•
•

Inc., 1969), 45-51 •
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needed data was interviews with a sample of twenty Chicana
and Latina single heads of household.
to

a

topics.

The participants

responded

semi-structured interview covering twenty-three
Their narratives provided a background of

quantitative and qualitiative information.

A specific focus

of the design was to discover what, if any, support systems
are relied upon by these women to facilitate their experience
as a head of household.

Data/Information Needed
The investigator sought information to describe
what are the experiences of Chicanas and Latinas as single
heads of household.

In order to learn more about this group,

the study sought to answer the following research questions:
-What are the demographic characteristics of this
group?
-What has been the overall experience as household
heads?
-What are the major concerns of these women?
(What do these women consider to be their main
problems?)

-What, if any, coping strategies are used by these
women to resolve such problems?
-what support systems do these women perceive
as being available to them?
-What patterns emerge as a commonality of
experience for all these women?

Sources of Data

•

As cited in Chapters 1 and 2, existing documents
on single parent families, cross cultural research on family
patterns, and Chicana and Latina household heads were con-

•

sulted in order to secure background information on this
group.

Additional information offered in United States

Census Reports furnished demographic profiles of the socio-

•

economic status of these women.

The primary source of data

obtained for this investigation was a sample of twenty

•

Chicana and Latina single heads of household.

Their

narrative responses during the interview served as the
descriptive information of this study.

t
Types of Data
Both quantitative and qualitative data was collected.
To prevent the problem of information overload, types of

•
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data were limited to the analysis questions listed under
"Data/Information Needed."

Qualitative data was categorized

into topics of information that facilitated conten-tanalysis.

Sampling Procedure
Tripodi, et. al., asserts that combined exploratorydescriptive studies are exploratory studies which seek
quantitative and qualitative descriptions of a particular
phenomenon.

"Sampling procedures are flexible, and little

concern is usually given to systematic representativeness. 112
This exploratory research design sought initial information
on a specific phenomenon.

•

For this reason, a sample of

twenty Chicana and Latina household heads was drawn from a
constellation pattern.

This consisted of women to the

principal investigator who referred other women for this

•
•
•
•

study.

In this way nine more participants were secured

through,linkages established by initial contacts.

2

In

Tony Tripodi, Phillip Fellin_, and Henry J. Meyer,
The Assessment of Social Research.
(Itasca: Peacock
Publis-hers, Inc., 1969), p. 49 •
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addition, familiarity and with a protestant church
organization produced the final six participants.
Only female heads of households with dependent
children under the age of 18 were considered for this study.
Women who were single mothers by having adopted a child were
excluded from the sampling.

The study sample included unwed

mothers, deserted wives, widows, and divorcees and thus
reflects the various types of female household heads.

These

women resided in the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Area in the
Spring of 1978.

Methods of Gathering Data
The types of data needed for this study were both
quantitative and qualitative.

Background sources of infor-

mation and demographic profiles were secured through a
review of the literature on research of this family form.
To secure qualitative-quantitative information from the
sample, interviews were selected as a collection tool.
An interview schedule consisting of open-ended questions
developed by the researcher.

The

instrument was based on the analysis questions and included
quantitative-qualitative considerations.
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Pre-test of the instrument
The instrument developed by the researcher was
originally a 27 item interview schedule.

The pre-test was

conducted in February 1978 in an urban metropolitan area
in Southern California.

The purpose of the pre-test was to

clarify questions that were irrelevant or ambiguous in
content.

An additional purpose was to check for reliability

and validity of schedule content.

As a result of the pre-

test, four questions were subsequently deleted.

Interview Schedule Content
The interview schedule was designed to elicit
information on the overall experience of Chicana and Latina
single heads of household.

The questions stemmed from areas

the investigator assumed would reveal pertinent
follow the questions of problem analysis.

data and

Preliminary

questions were designed to describe the demographic
characteristics of the sample.

For comparative purposes,

a time frame was included that asked respondents for
information as it applied to them upon first becoming a
singl~ head of household and as it applied in 1978.
The second stage of questions was intended to
describe the individual's history of experience as a

household head.

A third, group of questions was designed

to identify the support systems these women rely on in
times of emotional and/or other crisis.

The Setting
Interviews were conducted in the homes of each
participant with the exception of one woman who requested
an interview at the researcher's home.

Initial appointment

was made by telephone and efforts were made to schedule
times as convenient as possible for the respondents.
The interviews began with the researcher explaining
the purposes of the investigation and the ways the
information would be utilized.

For many of the respondents

the topic of study was a senitive area.
dealt with the issue of confidentiality.

Major concerns
Full confiden-

tiality assurances were made prior to each interview.

In

addition, the interview usually took place in the dining
room or living room of the respondent and children were not
allowed to disturb their mother.
The interviews were conducted during February

and March 1978.

The interviews were scheduled according to

the respondent's availability and usually took place on
weekday evenings between six and eight o'clock.

Prior to
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the actual interview, coffee was served (or offered), and
time was set aside for casual socializing in an effort to
establish rapport, gain trust, and set a relaxed tone for
conducting the interview.

In two cases, the interviews

were conducted primarily in Spanish.

All other respondents

indicated preference for English to be used.

Technique
Familiarity with the questions allowed the interviewer to pose them informally.

The respondents gave

narrative accounts of their experience that were guided by
the format of the interview questions.

All questions from

the schedule were asked and were interjected at appropriate
times to allow for continuity.

In instances where the

respondent gave answers that were vague or incomplete, the
researcher employed various techniques of probing for
3

adequate response.

These include such things as asking

the respondent to repeat an answer or to clarify what they
meant.

3

Donald P. Warwick, and Charles A. Lininger.
The
Survey: Theory and Practice (New York: McGraw-Hill Book
Company, 1975), pp. 213-215.

The researcher did not use a tape recorder because
it could inhibit spontaneity of response and it requires
more time to transcribe the interviews.

Instead, brief

notes using key phrases were taken and transcribed
immediately following each interview.

Names of the

respondents were changed as an assurance of confidentiality.

Data Processing Procedures
All data was hand tabulated and categorized
according to major labels provided under the analysis
questions.

Labels ascribed under "commonality of experience"

were based on variables appearing in every or the majority
of narratives.
Demographic information was given in the perspective
of a time frame and tabulated to show information as it
applied to the women upon first becoming household heads
(the first year was included) and information as it applied
in 1978.

Frequencies appear in raw and percent age forms.

Methodological Assumptions
This study operated under the following methodological
assumptions:
1.

The exploratory-descriptive research design is

6u
most appropriate for the purpose of gathering specific
quantitative and qualitative information on this group.
2.

A sample of twenty was sufficient for this

study as long as the various types of single household
status were included.
3.

Use of personal interviews is more sensitive

in approaching the topic of study and amenable for collecting
needed data.
4.

Narratives of experience expressed in interviews

all9w for spontaneity in response and increases the chances
of securing all the information needed.
5.

The ethnicity of the interviewer would

facilitate establishing rapport with respondents.
6.

Chicana and Latina single heads of household

face a variety of social, legal, and psychological issues.
These include, but may not be limited to, finances,
childrearing, housing, and physical and mental health.
7.

The role of heading a household may cause

various forms of stress for these women.
8.

Stress can be dealt with by coping or

resolution of conflict.
9.

Support systems facilitate resolution of stress.
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10.
broader

view of this family form.
11.

inhibit

The use of auxilary data provides a

The use of taperecorders in interviewscould

response.

Limitations
The limitations of this study include the following:

1.

The data collected cannot be used to draw

inferences on all Chicana and Latina household heads but
is restricted to the twenty women in this sample.

2.

Statistical analysis and data processing methods

are limited when hand tabulations are used.

3.

The questions included in the interview schedule

did not provide for women who had been single heads of
household twice in their lives.

Although this possibility

was not encountered (or considered) in the pre-test, it
emerged during the sample interviews.

The researcher

collected the data for these women's dual experience but
selected the most previous experience for inclusion in the
data.
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Chapter 4

FINDINGS

The results of the data collected in i nterviews
with twenty Chicana and Latina single household heads are
presented in this chapter.

All twenty women had been

heading their households for varying lengths of time.

The

analysis of data is based on each woman's recollection of
what her life was like in her first year as a head of
househol d and what it was like in the Spring of 1978.
This chapter is divided into two sections.

Section

I is a Demographic profile of the sample and provides a
description based on socio-economic indicators.

In Section

II, the History of Experience of heading a household is
presented including the ways these women cope with practical
living and emotional concerns.

I.

Demographic Profile of the Sample

1.

Summary of Sample Characteristics
The twenty women in this sample ranged from age 18

to over 42 years old with fifty-five percent (11) of the
sample under the age of 34.

Five respondents (20%)

reported being unwed mothers due to having never married.
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Two widows (10%) were represented as well as two (100/4)
deserted wives.

The majority of the sample eleven women

(55%) were divorced.
The majority (75%) of this sample (15 women) had
1-2 dependent children under the age of 18.

A significant

portion {93%) of the children were under ten years old.
Almost all of these women {95%) reported religious
affiliation as Protestant.

Within this group were four

women {20%) who had converted from Catholic to Protestant
after becoming a head of household.
The highest educational levels attained by these
women included:

trade school {30% or 6 women had attended);

vocational training {40% or 8 women had attended); college
coursework {15% or 3 had attended).

Sixty percent or 12

women reported themselves as being the principal source of
support for their families.

The majority of the sample

(75% or 15 women) self-identified themselves as Chicana,
Mexican American or Mexican.

Fifty-five percent (11) of

the sample reported English as their primary language or

.

language preferred.

Thirty-five percent (7) reported

English/Spanish blingual fluency.

The remaining ten

percent specified Spanish as the language preferred.
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The remainder of this section presents specific
demographic characteristics which appear in a time frame of
the first year as a head of household and in 1978.

2.

Age
Table 1 shows that 30% (6) of the sample was under

twenty-one years of age when they first became a head of
household.

Eighty-five percent (17) were under the age of

29 when they became household heads.

Of the total sample,

95% (19) of the women were under 33 years old when they
became a head of household.

(See Table 1.)

Table 1

Age upon becoming Household Head
·- ··--·-··--- ·---- - -

N=S

N-2

N-2

N:11

Age

Unwed

Deserted

Widowed

Divorced

17

2

18-21

2

30-33

34-37

1

1

1

1

2

20

5

30

3

25

10

1

1

-

fo~h
10%

22-25
26-2Y

...

5
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Table 2 shows the respondents age at the time of the
interview.

The figures show that 55% (11) of the sample are

under the age of 33, and that 45% (9) are over the age of
34.

(See Table 2. )
Table 2

Age ot Respondent in 1~1~

18-21

N=S

N=2

N=2

N:11

Unwed

Deserted

% ot

Widowed

Divorced

Total

1

5%

l2-25

l

5

3

25

1

3

20

34-35

1

1

10

38-41

1

2

15

1

20

2b-2~

1

30-33

1

42+

3.

1

2

Present Household Status
Five women were unwed mothers (20%).

widows (10%).
total).

Two were

Two were deserted by their spouse (10% of

The majority of the sample were divorced women

(55% of sample).

4.

Children Under 18
Table 3 reveals that 75% of these women had 1-2
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dependent children under 18 years old residing in the home.
Twenty-five percent of these women had 3-5 children under
18.

(See Table 3.)

Table 3
Dependent Children Under 18 years of age

·-Number
-------------------------·-N=2
of
N=2
N=5
.. .. .

Children

Unwed

Deserted

1

4

1

2

1

1

Widow

1

3

4

1

5 or
more

5.

' • -"•

N=l l

% of

Divo rced

Tot al

2

35%

C:
/

4C

2

10

1

lG

1

5

Age of Children
Table 4 reveals that 57% of the children of

respondents were under 5 years old.
were under 10 years old.

Ninty-two percent

These figures indicate that

slightly over half of these children were pre-school age
and that almost all (92%) of them were far from 18.

Table
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4

Age of Dependent Children by household type

Unwed

Years of

Deserted

Divorced

Widow

% of
Total

Age

7

33%

2

6

24

3

7

26

1

3

9

11-13

2

5

14-16

1

3

0-1

5

2

2-4

1

1

5-7

1

8-10

rr

&
over

6.

Religious Affiliation
The data for the religious affiliation show an

interesting feature.

Upon becoming heads of households,

four women reported Catholic (20%); fifteen women reported
Protestant ( 7 5%) ; and one reported "none"
5).

( 5%) .

(See Table

However, these numbers undergo a marked difference

over time.

At the time of the interview, 95% of

respondents were now reporting Protestant; and the
remainder 5% reported no affiliation.

Included within the

group.of Protestant were four (20%) divorced women who
had converted faiths from Catholic to Protestant sometime

after becoming a head of household.

(See Table 6.)

Table 5
Religious Affiliation upon becoming Household Head
Religious
Affiliation

Unwed

Deserted

Widow

4

Catholic
Protestant

Divorced

4

2

2

7

Other
None

1

Table 6
Religious Affiliation in 1978
Religious
Affiliation

Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Divorced

4

2

2

11

Catholic
Protestant
Other
None

1
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7.

Education
The data on the highest level of education

attained by the single head of household is viewed against
a time frame.

Upon first becoming a head of household,

25% reported less than high school (elementary and middle
school).

Approximately 60% had completed some high school

work or were high school graduates.

The remaining 15%

reported completing vocational training.
work was reported.

No college level

(See Table 7.)
Table 7

_,.,

Level

Elementary
school

1

Middle or
junior high
school

1

.,.

~

Highest Education Attained upon becoming Household Head
~ -·
___ __ __..................
.......,._.__ _
Unwed
Deserted
Widow

1

1

High school:
Drop-out
2
Graduate
2

1

15

2

20

6

40

2

10

Vocational
school:

~giy~le
Secretarial

1

5

Collegel
Universit_y

At the time of the interview, these women reported
a significant upgrading of educational levels and training.
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Over time, 300/4 had attained service skills through training
schools; 40% had received vocational training, and 15% had
taken college coursework.

Collectively this shows that

85% of these women obtained some type of educational or
vocational training to upgrade their skills.

(See Table

8,.

Table 8

Highest Education Attained in 1978
Unwed

-~---

.. .,_ -·•·- --.-· . '' ••··

.

·•---,---:-•-

Deserted

Level

·"'

-• - p~

Widow

High School:
Drop-out
Graduate
College
coursework

1

Vocational:
Beauty
college
Nurses
Aid
1
Key Punch
Operator
Secretarial
clerk
1

Other:
Grocery
checker
school
Real
Estate
School

%Total

1
2

5%
10

2

15

1

5

1

10

1

5

3

20

1

5

1

5

"Master"
seamstress

1

English as
a secoud
language

1

Company
management
training

Divorced

5

1

10

1

5
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8.

Major Source

of

Livelihood

Fifty percent of the women reported "self" as the
major or primary source and the remaining 50°/4 reported
outside ("other") sources.

The forms included in "other"

included welfare assistance, money given by family of the
household head, but this information was not always
(See Table 9).

volunteered.

Table 9

Source of Income/Livelihood Upon becoming Household Head
--··----lJrrweci .•
--Deserted .
Widow
Divorced
%'.I'otal
.i=~~i.L~lw.S..~--------------- - -- - - - - - - - - ------· --- -2
Self
3
50%
5
Other

2

2

6

In 1978, these women reported "self" as
contributing principal source of livelihood in 60°/4 of the
interview.

Ten percent of the sample reported "other"

while 30% (6) were now reporting a combination of self and
other.

(See Table 10.)
Table 10
Source of Income/Livelihood in 1978

Main
Source:
Self

Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Divorced

%Total

3

1

1

7

60%

1

1

10

3

30

Other
Self &
Other

2

1
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9.

Ethnic Self Identification
Table 11 reveals that the majority of these women

we re Chicanas and Mexican American.

Three women self

identified as Mexican which translates to 15% of the
sample.

The number of Chicana and Mexican American women

were evenly ~atched with 6 each,

(30% each).

Ten percent

(2) self identified as Latina; ten percent (2) identified
as Puerto Riquena and 5% (1) as Nicar s. guense.

(See Table 11.)

Table 11
Ethnic Self Identity
Unwed

____ ________
Ethnicity
_;_

Mexican

Deserted

2

Chicana

2

Latina
Puerto R
Rican

1

Nicaraguense

10.

Divorced

%Total

- -·- -- ·-- - - ·

2

Mexican
American

Widow
1

1

15

3

30

4

30

2

10

l

10

l

5

Language Preference
Table 12 shows that 55% or 11 women reported

English as their primary language.

Thirty-five percent

or seven women reported themselves bilingual and 10%
were monolingual Spanish speakers.

(See Table 12.)
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Table 12
Language Preference-Primary Use

Language

Unwed

Spanish
Englisn

3

Bilingual

2

11.

Length

Deserted

Widow

1

1

1
1

of

% Total

Divorced

10%

7

55

4

Time as a Single Head of Household

The length of time heading a household was
calculated for each respondent by subtracting her age in
1978 from the age reported as first becoming a household
head.

Forty-five percent (9) of the sample had been heads

of households from 1 to 5 years.

Twenty percent (4) had

been household heads for between 6-10 years.

The remaining

35% (7) had been heads of households for more than 11
years.

The mean number of years as a head of household for

this sample was 8.45.

( See Table 13.)
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Table 13
Length of time as a single head of household
Unwed

Deserted

Years

1-5

2

6-10

1

2

11-15

16-20

1

21+

1

Widow

2

Divorced

%Total

7

45%

1

20

2

10

1

2C

5
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rr.

History of Experience
This section presents the data reported in tr..e history of the

tr~nsition to a single heaa of household.
under lhe fo:'..lowing major categories:

The findings are presentec

1) Reasons for becorr.ing a

househol d head, 2) Geographic move and housing situation, 3) ~0jor
concerns as heads o~ household, 4) Coping strategies, 5) Use of
Social se r vices, 6) Perceived Support Systems, and 7) Commonality
of experience.
data reported.

Each category is followed by a summary of the pertinent
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1.

Reasons for becoming household head
~ach type of household headed by a single

wo □an

had conditions that preci p ita ted the household he a d st a tus.
These conditions are presented according to each type
of household head.

Unwed Mothers
Unwed mothers were women who h :;,d never married
and reported becoming heads of household for various
reasons.

All the women in t:n.e never married-un·.-red r:iother

sam~:.: le said they had rejected abortion because of ex~en .e
and/or difficulty in obt 2..ining the };roc ~d.ure, fe =:.r of
meJical co ~plic ~tions, or ~ora l a nd/or reli g i ou s o b Jec ~io n s.
All five res _;_:; onde n ts re c. ;.., rte o. not 1.vantin;

_,_n ~{ _,ne else t o

raise t "~ eir chL. d. as t :i.e re :::.son for re jec : i ::12__; ado~_tion .
One res 1---ondent thr ou __ ut r::. er pregnanc,., -v,; ::. :uld s erv e &s

child's f G.L :i. er wa s alre ::.dy me.rried. ~.S ee t aol e 14a,.
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Table 14a
Reason for Unwed Mother becoming household head

%of

Jrr~~d Mother

Total Sample

Reasons:

4
4

Rejected AbortionToo Expensive
Unobtainable
Fee.red Procedure
Moral or religious
objections

1
1

Rejected placing
child for adoption:
Did not want
anyone else to raise
Anticipated marriage to
child's fa.th er
No desire to marry
child's father
Child's father married

4

20

5

25

1

5

2

10

1

5

De se rted
Two ~o~en in the

sa □ n le

s;.: oua e left bec:..use of "another
re ,, ori;ed

:-i.tte □i, ts

were ~e : erte d by t ~2 ir

wu □c.n 11 •

::Soth respond.en.ts

to loca t e tueir husbands were u.nsucc ess~ul.

All eleven div orced WO;llen in ti1e s :: .. :i,ile re , orted
a

eriod. of sepc..ration t~'lat prececded the fin:J.l nL.ri tal
,. ·

disso1µtion.

.:C 'or two women, tni, se :ara tion w2-s exte.1.n :.....ly

7a

imposed by their hu.s o : ._nd 1 s ,;ris'Jn ter :.1.3 .
divorcees re~ orted ini ti:;.tin;;

s ....ff~red ) l1Jsical a buse fr:c

di V,J rce.

a__;_ vorce

All eleven

.:. ro c :: eding , .

tneir S.:< use ;,riur tJ L,1 1e

All el even di V •J L·cecs s ~•oke of their s _,o:J. se

as being i:.:uc.ture, 2.:1d or did n o t v:c::...nt to acce t c::~ n:,.r
0

res_;,oE3ibL. ity in the marriage.

Two wo:·J en r2 ..0 Jrt0:i

their husban l w~s in ~rison ~rior to t~e JivJ r ce ,
women r 2~ orted t ieir ~usj ~~is we re addictel t o

Four

dru; □

wer.e ment ,.llJ ill cJ.::cd ·1.:e 2.··e u.nj e r psyc:-~1 - t:,ic c:: . re :rior
to the :J.iv:..,r8e.

(Se e table 14bJ.

Reason for Divorced women becoming head o~ household
Ree.sons:

Divorced women,N=ll

Woman and/or
children were
physically abused
Spouse did not
accept "responsibility"
in marriage

3

%Total Sarq::le

15%

11

55

Husband in prison

2

10

Husband's drug useage

4

20

Husband mentally ill

2

10

Respondent initiated
divorce''

11

55
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2.

Ge-Jgrc.phic Move a~d Housing Si t·J.'.:~tio~lS
In the first y e a r as a he~d of hJase~o:d,

or f:::_··.::..e .Js.

:Jc 7 ~

Others co~Jbine i t !-:. eir ~-1 ,J".1s e~:oli wi t:l another

i~ wi~h the ~ .

The hJusi .g situ~tion t~a t was the

outcJ .. :s 82' .such :.,ovcs is ex ... 1ined in t:i"1is seetion.

Fifty perce~t (1UJ of the sam,le re~orted the y
:·1ad :nved. in wi tl1 another f2.:-:1ily.

(See table 15 1 •

Ten >erce::1t ( 2)
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Table 15
Respondents combining households in first year
N=5
Unwed

N=2
Deserted

N=2
Widowed

N=ll
Divorced

% of total

1

2

4

50%

1

10

1

10

Household
composition._. __ . .
Moved in with
others
3
Others moved in with
in with
1
respondent
Relationship
of others1
Friends
' Family:
a.Parents
b.Mother
only
c.sisterin-law
d. brother
& sister2
in-law
e.Parentsin-law
1
f.cousin

1

10

1

2

10

1

5
,

~

l. , .

s

1

5

Geog;raphic move

first year as a h -J 1J.seholJ ::ead. a ~ ) e 2.rs in Table 16.
five _percei-1t ( 1 '1

1

of the s :::.m~-:. le moved across tJ wn.

FiftyTwenty

percent moved wit ~in the s a me st . te and a nother twenty
percent :.wved to a new 3 t :, te or country.
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Table 16

Distance of geographic move in first year as household head
Distance
Across
town
A.'1other
town
wi t>:in
state

Unwed

Deserted

1

1

1

1

~1ew state
or country

2

3-:,ayed in
sa.i':'!e !'1ouse

1

Widow

Divorced

%Total

9

55%

1

l

20

1

l

20

Otner respo~ ~Jents re 1_._ l't c_,_ moving :1 e .::.r f &:::; ily
or frien.Js i·1·~1- t_."1' e _f'i'r::::t
ye_~-..__
r ,c:._s a n' ~~seno
' 1,a 'neaG.
,
~

mov ed close to fa9ily or

Table 17
?espondent 's
· ;\;ear

-·

"\
•.,. a. ,.1 _y

move near f.s.m~ly ·or frienc.s

Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Divorced

1

1

1

4

Near
friends
Family
relations:hip
Parents
Mother
Sib l i n__gs
1
Brother &
Sister-inlaw

1

3
1

%':'otal

5

2 -)

5
1
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PROXIMITY TO KIN
The proximity to the nearest relative re~orted ranged
from under twelve blocks to over fifteen miles.

Seventy

percent (14%) of the sample reported living less than twelve
blocks from kin.

This nurrber includes women who were living

with kin. See Table 18.
Table 18
Proximity to Kin in First Year

Prox:.::iity

Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Di vorcec.

0-12 blocks
1-15 '~iles

5

2

1
1

5

70%

2

.J.. /

3

15

16+ ~:.les

, C:

Proxi~ity to Relative in 1978
The distance between a respondent's home and that of her
nearest relative is presented here.

Over half the sample

(65%) lived less than fifteen wiles from a relative in 1978.
Three women (15%) reported not living near any kin.
final four respondents live with kin.

The

(See Tabel 19).
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Table 20
Housing situation upon becoming ½ousehold head
Deserted

Unved
Housing
situation
Owned
house

1

Rent
house

1

.

--

-

-

..

Widows

Divorced

%'l'o"tal

1

3

10%

3

25

4

20

4

4:-,

-. .

1

Rented
apartment
Othershare

1

1

3

In 1978, the housing situation reported by the sample
improved markedly.
Twenty percent (2) of the women reported owning their
own homes.
percent.

The number of "share" housing dropped to twenty
(See Table 20a).
Table 20a
Housing situat ion in 1978

-7Jnved

Deserte d

r:ivo rce d

%Total

1

20%

3

20

1

5

40

1

2

20

Widows

Housing
situation

. .
-Owned

.

house

2

Rent
house

1

Rent
apartmen+.

Other
share

-------- ~--------·. - -···
1

~2
1
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Living Quarters Upon Becoming a Head of Household
The living arrangements or living quarters of each woman
upon becoming a head of household is presented in Table 20b.
In the first year as a household head, alrr.ost half or 45% (9)
of the women were sharing living quarters with someone else.
Fifty percent (10) of the sarnple were living in a 2 bedroom
unit.

Fifty percent (10) also reported five or ~ore people

residing in their homes.
Only twenty ~ercent (4) reported themselves as the
primary source of payment fer their housing.

Fifty percent

(10) reported living in their quarters less than one year.
Sixty-five percent ( 13) of the sample rei:-orted their horr,e
having access to public transportation which is important
when weighed against the ninety percent (18) who reported not
having a car in that first year.

(See Table 20b).
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Table 20b
Living quarters upon becoming household head
Unwed

Deserted

Widows

Divorced

2

1
4

l

2

%Total

Number
bed.rooms
0!'i e
'J"wo

l
2

Three

2

5%
1
1

50
45

numb er
persons
in home
':\lo

Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight+

'

5

..i.

4

2
2

15
30

3
1

30
5
5

1

l

10

1
1

3

2C-

4

1
1

Source
pav:ri en t.

Se l f
Ot "l e!"

3

4

2

h o':l e

0-6 mont:-, s
7-12 mo .l
l Year 2
2 years 1
3+years 1
Home access
to public
transportation
Yes
4
No
1

1

1

4

10

3

25

1

15
10

1

9
2

2

2

1
1

10

2

Respondent
owns ca:r
Yes
1
No

1

6

1

11

6c;
35
/

90
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Living Quarters in 1978
In 1978, the living quarters arrangements had changed
for many of the sample.

The majority of the women (65) or

13) reported living in two bedroom units with 35% (7) of the
respondents reporting having three bedrooms.

Ninety percent

of the women (18) reported the total nun~er of persons residing
in the home as four persons or less.
the drop in shared housing.

This figure parallels

The source of payment for

housing increased for "self" to 60% (12) of the sanple.
Fifty-five percent (11) of the women reported they had lived
in their home for at lea~t three years.

Thirty percent (6)

reported homes without access to public transportation while
the number of respondents owning a car increased to 50% (10).
See Table 21.
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Table 21
Living Quarters in 1978
Unwed

Deserted

Widows

Divorced

1

1
1

7

1

1

%Total

Namber

of bedroo!!is
4
Three
1
Tw-o

1

~ot,al persons
in home
'"':w e
3
Three
Fou :-

Five
Six
Seven

1
1

4

6

30
20
40

1

10

3
1

1

Source payment
Self
3
Other

1

1

12

8

6G

1

C:

,/

Self+

other

2

2

1

2

ic:

~ /

Time i ri
'.')'.)!TI€

l year

1
2 years l

~,,c;

2
4

i

5

55

2

1
1

public transportation
4
Yes
!Jo
1

2

2

10
1

70
30

Responde!'lt ovns car
Yes
2
r;o
3

1
1

1
1

6
5

c;"v

3+years

~

~

'f orr,e access to

✓

.:;_ r
,/

~-
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3.

Major Concerns of These Women
The major concerns of these women fell into two general

areas: A.
Practical living and B. Emotional/Psychological
concerns. Although the two areas may often overlap, they are
discussed separately here.

Overall, the psycho-social welfare

of their children was inter-twined with each area of concern.
Further, in all twenty cases, the welfare of the children was
expressed as the nurrber one priority for these households.
A.

Practical Living Concerns
The major concerns presented under this category

include these areas:

1) money and finances, 2) children, 3)

job market, 4) housing, and 5) language problems.

All these

areas influence the daily life of each head of household and
are discussed in the following sections.
Money, Finances, Income
Eighty percent (16) of the sa~ple reported difficulty
in making ends meet or being able to rneet debts each
month.

Eighty percent (16) of the sample also reported

a desire to have more income in order to upgrade their
standard of living.

See Table 22.
Table 22

Concern

Unwed

Money, Finances as area of concern
. ·neserted
Widow

Divorced

%Total

Difficulty
in p•ying
monthly
expenses 4

2

2

8

80%

Desire to
upgrade
standard of
living
5

1

2

8

Bo
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Children

Thirty-five percent (7) of the sample reported
difficulty in securing adequate daycare as a source of
concern.

After school and supervision during school

vacations was reported as a source of concern for 35%
(7) of the sample.

Five of the eleven divorced women,

(25% of the sample) reported the inability to receive
child support frorr. their ex-spouse as a source of concern.

See Table 23.

Table 23
Children as Co ncern
- ------ --·-- unwed ·
Concern N=)

%Total

Difficulty
in secu::-ing
adequate
daycare 3

1

3

Afterschool care
3

1

4

Child
support
payments

5

35
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Job Market
Twenty-five percent of the sample (five women)
reported their work schedule hours as an area of priority.
Specifically, these women sought scheduling of work
shifts that coincided with the children's school time.
Sixty percent (12) of the sample reported concern over
obtaining a salary sufficient to meet their family
needs.

See Table 24.
Table 24
Job Market Con cerns

:..:.=...:V<frR. ·scnk~tirg

~§~_!'ted

Widow

Divorced

%Total

2

1

1

1

25%

Rufficient
3
sa
ary

2

l

6

6c

Work
schedule

Housing
Alffiost all of the res~ondents (95 or 19 women)
reported difficulty in securing adeguate housing as a
source of concern.

Seventy-five percent (15 women)

stated the cost of housing was a source of concern.
Another concern was the amount of living space (10
women) as stated by 50% of the sample.

Access to public

transportation was reported as a concern of 65% of the
sample.

See Table 25.
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~able 25
'Ffous ing Concerns
-- ··· -·- ---·

Unwed

Deserted

Wid ow

Divorce d

%: c: .2.:

Difficulty
securing
adequate
4
housing

2

2

11

q,,,, c:.,;rv
1%'.

Price of
housing

4

2

2

..,

7 C:

Living
space

3

2

l

;.

Access to
public
transportation

4

_;_

l

7

: ..I

=
,
_,,,,...,
I...,

Language Proble~s
Of the total sample, two women reported English
language problems as an area of concern.

These wome n

consider the~selves to be monolingual Spanish speaking
although both report understanding some Enslish.
B.

Emotional Concerns
The rncst co~mon emotional and/or psychological
concerns expressed by these women were stated as feelings
they had experience d or conditions they had been a b l e t c
associate with a ca~se of stress.

All 20 women in the sample (100%) re1--orted exi:,erienc ins
feelings of general depression.
15 women experienced loneliness.

Seventy-five percent or
Seventy percent (14)
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reported concern over a male role model for their children.
Sixty-five percent (13) expressed feelings of anger
and/or resentment in their situation as household head.
See Table 26.
·-

......:..✓... _. ...

_,,,.• .

Table 26
Emotional concerns
Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Divorced

%Total

2

2

11

100%

2

2

9

75

3

2

1

7

Adequate
male
model
3

2

2

7

General
Depression
5
Loneliness
2

Anger/
resentment
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Unwed Mothers
All five women reported fearing parental disapproval
during their pregnancies.

This was followed by four women

who feared societal opinion of their having a child out-ofwedlock.

Self-doubt at the prospect of raising a child alone

was reported by three respondents.

Two women reported feeling

depressed throughout their pregnancy.
One woman reported frustration at not being able to be
with h~r daughter during the pre-school years.

She also
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reported feeling depressed at seeing her daughter share a
close, loving relationship with the babysitter instead of
with herself as a mother.
Three women reported feeling frustrated at what had
happened to them (becoming pregnant).

One respondent reported

abusing her child in the first year after birth and worried
whether this would effect the child's development.
One respondent reported worrying over who took care of
her child while she was at work. She reporte6 that her son's
speech irnpea.iment stems fror.. time spent with a babysitter who
could not pronounce "s" and "ch" sounds and is fearful that
he will develop other "bad" habits.
Three women expressed concern that their children grow
up seeing a good male role model or having a male role available
as an example.
Four women expressed concern for their children who are
called illegitimate by society.
Three women reported feeling that during their pregnancy
they felt they were in a predicament no one else

could share.

Two women reported feeling lonely during much of their nonworking hours.

Overall, all five women reported having been

depressed at one time or another because of their current
situations.
Deserted
Both deserted women felt they could not maintain social
relationships with old friends if they were people who had
socialized with her during the spouse's presence.

Both women
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reported feelings of depression, inadequacy and betrayal. One
respondent felt personally responsible for what had happened
(desertion) because her husband left with her cousin who had

lived with them for several months.

She also reported feeling

betrayed that a blood relation played a part in her husband's
departure.

Both women reported feelins "stupid" for not

suspecting what eventually occurred.
One respondent reported resentment at being deserted
becuase it left her in a state of liwbo.

She is still legally

married to hilli although in her frame of reference he is
"dead".

Having left her during her pregnancy, she feels he

also rejected their child.

She reported it would have been

easier to carry on her life if -he had either divorced her or
died.
Widow
The depression expressed by both widows stemmed from
never seeing their spouse again, and feeling helpless.

One

reported feeling guilty because she had argued with her
husband prior to his leaving the house.

Since she had not

reconciled with him prior to the accident, she reported she
would never forgive herself.

This respondent also reported

that her husband (referring to him in the present tense) has
not forgiven her.

This re spondent also felt depressed about

other c'ircumstances of her husband's death.

Insurance inves-

tigators determined that it might have been a form of suicide.
This woman reported that to her, suicide means mental irr.pairment
and that her husband was not mentally ill.

Both respondents reported concern that their children
have a male role model.

This was particularly stressed by

one respondent with four young boys.
Both respondents reported fearing the future in their
first year as a household head.

One woman also expressed

anger that her husband had never allowed her to assume any
financial responsibility in managing their inco~e.

She

stated that she resented feeling so helpless.
Divorced
Although all eleven divorcee respondents reported initiating the decision to separate and obtain a divorce, they all
reported depression descended about the tiNe of final dissolution.

Seven women spoke of still caring for their ex-husbands.
Two women reported worrying al:.-out their children who

suffered physical abuse at the hands of the ex-spouse.

One

respondent was unaware of this until the school psychologist
notified her.

She reported worrying that her son will be

premanently emotionally damaged.
Two respondents reported having had nervous breakdows
that were preceded by a deep sense of alienation.

At this

crisis point, one woman underwent psychiatric evaluation
while the other woman was never seen by mental health facilities.

This woman reported gratitude that no one had committed

her to a hospital.
Coping Strategies
The strategies used to cope with areas of concern varied.

The following sections report the ~ost common coping strategies
used and is directed into rr.ajcr areas of concern.
Money
Four strategies emerged as being used to cope with
the stress of finances.

These are: strict budgeting,

corrbining households, corrbining resources, accepting
gifts.

All respondents (100%) reported using some form

of budgeting to make ends meet.

One respondent who

reported difficulty in disciflining herself to budget
had found an alternate way to co~e.

This consists of

her giving her full paycheck to her best friend who
allots specific amounts to pay bills an6 living expenses.
Through this allowance system, the respondent has been
able to meet her econo~ic obligations.
Ei5ht respondents (40%) reforted having to corrbine
their household with another family or friend to helr
meet financial obligations.

A modified forffi of this

strategy was reported in the practice of sharing resources.

Nine respondents (45%) reported havin9 used

this strategy.

Food was shared with another head of

household in exchange for b~bysittins or so~e other
service.

Sorr,etimes, meals were coIT'bined in oraer to

maintain feeding a fa~ily until the end of a monthly pay
period.
Acce~ting gifts was reported in the form of being

given money by f arr,ily, friends, or boyfriends. Some
women allowed bills to be paid for then;.

Again, farr.ily
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and friends were primary sources of payment.

Acceptance

of clothing or gifts for the children was also reported.
Seventy-five percent (15) of the sample reported receiving
money, gifts from their family.

Fifty-percent (10) of

the sample reported receiving this source from friends.
Thirty percent (6) of the women reported receiving this
source from boyfriends.
Children
Concern for adequate daycare was dealt with by
seven respondents (35%) who relied on their mother or
other family members for childcare.

Children that were

out of school during vacations were enrolled in neighborhood youth activities, such as city park recreation
programs, sports, or sent to visit their grandparents.
Of the divorcee wo~er. who reported difficulty in
obtaining child support, only one had atterr.pted to force
payrr.ent through the judiciary system.

These worr.en

reported denial of visiting rights until some sort of
payment had been offered.
Concern for adequate male models prompted most
women to encourage their children to be around or interact with significant males associated with the household.

These men included the woman's father, brother,

boyfriend, pastor, and other close friends or faxr.ily
relations.

Of the total sample, all (100%) reported

some male that assisted the woman in disciplining the
children, taking them on outings and offering then:
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advice.

Forty-five percent of the sa~ple reported this

male as the woman's brother, 60% reported the woman's
father participated in this capacity.

Twenty percent

reported the boyfriend as this figure.

The remaining

25% reported the pastor cf a church, a older sen or
cousin.
Job Market
Twelve respondents reported working outside the
home.

All twelve reported work schedules as a priority

to the type of work selected.

All of this group had

schedules that allowed the~, to be home with their school
age children before and after school.

However, only one

respondent had a job schedule flexible enough to allow
her to share school vacations with her child.
In order to secure employrr.ent or to secure better
employment, the majority of these wor.,en had upgraded
their skills.
Housing
After their first year as a single head of household,
eight women (40%) reported sharing a household with
someone else.

In 1978 this nurr~er dropped to 20%.

Ninety-five percent of this sample reported living
in the same apartment/home for over one year.

The

decision to stay in a location is also dependent upon
the schools and services available.

Residence over time

was reported as a method of avoiding the difficulty of
searching for a new home and moving.
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Fifteen percent of the sample reported owning their
own home.

This nurrher includes women who were joint

owners during their marriage and received the house as
part of a divorce settlement.

Women in this study

reported access to public transportation as a concern in
securing housing.

Upon becoming heads of household 65%

of the sample lived in housing with access to transportation.

At the same time, 80% of the sample reported not

owning a car.

In 1978, the sample had moved or changed

housing that reflected 70% having access to public
transportation.

The nurrher of respondents reporting not

owning a car decreased to 50%.
Language
Several strategies were reported by the respondents
who were monolingual Spanish speaking. These include
using their children as interpreters, attending English
as a Second Language classes, reliance on dictionaries
and gestures, learning key phrases in English.

The most

obvious strategy was that both women had moved to a
neighborhood where English is not required to communicate.

This is because it is an area where shops, social

service, medical care, banks, churches and other facilities are available in Spanish.
4.

EmOtional/Psychological Coping Strategies
The key strategies that emerged as coping techniques for

emotional/psychological stress were the following:

Parr.pering

Oneself--40% of the sample reported buying themselves gifts
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or indulging in something they wanted.

Crying--55% of the

sample reported this behavior as an initial release valve of
tension. Telephone as a lifeline--60% of the sample reported
using the telephone to call friends and family as a method to
break patterns of depression, loneliness, and social isolation.
Praying--40% of the sample reported praying or the use of
prayer during times of stress.

Requesting Prayer--20% of the

sample reported asking church merrbers or their pastor to pray
for them.

These four women reported feeling that their

problems were alleviated by this practice.

Pastoral Counsel-

ing--one respondent (5%) reported receiving pastoral counseling
during crisis situations.

Mental Health Counseling--One

respondent (5%) reported receiving counseling services through
a mental health clinic. Moving in with/or near friends or
family--55% of the sample reported using this strategy to
enable them to cope with a stressful situation.

Talking to

friends or family--this practice appeared to be the most
frequently used method of coping with a crisis situation.
Eighty percent of the sample reported utilizing this strategy.
(Percentage figures are not mutually exclusive).
5.

Use of Social Services
The information reported on the utilization of social

services is presented in this section.

The types of services

utilized are divided accorcing to general categories of
housing, medical care, public assistance, childcare, legal
assistance and food programs.
To determine current utilization of social services,
information was collected on the services each woman used
I
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upon first becon,ing a household head ano. c;:ompared to use in
1978.

Of the sample, sixty percent (12) reported having used

social services during the first year as a head of household.
Forty percent (8) had used food stamps.

Seven women (35%)

had utilized housing authority assistance.

Forty percent (8)

of these women received "welfare" and/or AFDC.

The remainder

of social services reported ranged fro~ medical care to
(See Table 27).

vocational training.

Table 27
Social Services ut ilized upon becoming househol d hea d
Unwed

Deserted

Widow

Divorced

N=5

N=2

N=2

N=ll

3

1

1

6

Food Stamps
stamps
3

l

1

3

40

1

1

1

4

35

3

1

1

5

45

1

5

4

40
40

Used
services

%To:.al

Housin g
assistance
Physical
health
care
Mental
health
Welfare

3

l

AFDC

I

5

Vocational
training
program ,,.

2

Childcare ·

3

1

15
15

Legal assistance
assistance

1

5

School
psychologist

1

5

School breakfast
program

1

2
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Social Services Used in 1978
In 1978, fifty percent (10) of the sample reported
utilizing social services.

The most significant drop in

useage was for welfare, AFDC.

The nurr~er reporting utilizing

school lunch programs increased by 10%.

The number of women

reporting use of medical services dropped to 35% (7).

(See

Table 28).
Table 28.
Social Services reporte:1 utilized in 1978
Unwed

·--

·'-15eserted·- - --·· - Wi"dow ·

Divorced · %Total

Used
services

3

1

1

5

50%

1

1

1

3

30

1

1

1

3

3c,

Physical
health
2

1

1

2

30

1

5

Food
stamps

Housing
Assistance

Mental
health
Welfare

1

AFDC

1

Childcare 2
School
psychologist

5

3

20

2

20

1

5

School breakfast/
lunch

program

6.

2

1

2

Perceived Support Systems
The most frequently reported sup~ort syste~ these

women perceive as being available to the~ is their
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family (the woman's parents, siblings, cousins, etc.).
Eighty-five percent of the sample reported family as a
source of support.

This figure was followed by friends;

(55%) 11 prespondents reported this support system.
Forty percent of the sample reported prayer as a support
system available to them.

Twenty percent reported a

support network of church friends.

Fifteen percent

reported their faith in God as a support system.

The

remaining source of support reported was a mental health
agency ( 5 %) •
7.

Commonality of Experience
Altho~gh several si~ilarities of experience emerged,
the following were common to all cases:
- Concern for the social-psychological welfare
of dependent children.
- Social father figure present as male role model
for the children.
- Geographical move close to family or friends.
- Support systems ~erceived as available to these
women.
Each of these areas has been previously discussed
in the preceding sections.
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DISCUSSION

The findings of this exploratory-descriptive study are
based on interviews with 20 Chicana and Latina single heads of
household.

The study sought information to describe the experiences

of these single mothers in their transition to heading a household
and to explore various support systems available to these women.

The demographic findings of this study reveal the majority
of these women (60%) became heads of household before the age
of 26 years.

This finding supports the work of Cortera 1 which

found an increasing number of Chicanas and Latinas becoming heads
of household before thirty years of age.
This finding is important when vi~wed along with current
divorce rates and increases in the grovth of the Hispanic population.
Together, these increases point to an overall increase in the number
of Chicana and Latina heads of household.
The number of pre-school children (under five years old)
implies that women who work outside the home will have to obtain
some type of daycare.

The number of children under age ten implies

that working mothers may have to obtain after school ca~e

~~r

their

children.

1 Martha P. Cortera, Profile on the Mexican America;1 W'--man
Austin~,exas:National Educational Labor Publications Inc. ,1976, P,142.
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The finding that over half of the children of the women in the sample
were under five years of age and almost all of the children (93%)
were under eleven years of age gains importance when considered
along with the length of time reported for heading a household.
In this study, over half (55%) of the sample had been heading
a house~old for six years.
for more than ten years.
of Ross and Sawhill

2

Another 35% had headed their household
This finding contrasts with the projection

who found the length of time as a household

head typically lasts 5-6 years.

After that time, a woman may

move out of the role of household head by remarriage or because
her dependent child(ren) will come of age by turning eighteen years
old.

A.D application of the 5-6 year head of household time frame

to the wo~en in this sample means that barring remarriage, these
wome~ mey continue to head their household until the coming of
age of their children, a range of seven to thirteen years.
the length of time heading a household may be

Thus,

projected at a

significantly longer rate for the women in this sample.
The significant number of women who upgraded their
educational/ vocational skills implies an active attempt to
modify a given set of circumstances and suggests that an active

2Heather L. Ross and Isabel V. Sawhill,Time of Transition:
The Growth of Families Headed by Women. (Washington,D.C.:The Urban
Institute)l975.
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coping style as described by Diaz-Guerrero, may be at work. 3
The major sources of livelihood reported by these women
as it applied to them upon first becoming a head of household was
self(50%) and other (50%).

In 1978, the number reporting self

as primary source of livelihood increased to 60%.

Thirty percent

reported relying on a combination of self and other.

The reduction

of these women reporting "other" implies there may be a correlation
to the upgrading of education.
A significant weakness in the design methodology is evident
here.

Specifically, exact incomes and occupations were not asked

or reported.

This failure to ask what dollar amount each woman

lived on each month or what they expected to live on prevents
drawing inferences of the portions of the sample who were at risk
of poverty.

Economics was named as a great stressor, however, the

relationship of income

to areas of concern needs to be further

explored.
The first year as a head of household appeared to be
a difficult time for these women.

The women who reported com~ining

households with another person or persons in their first year
as household head suggest that if may be easier to endure the transition
year if family or friends live in close proximity.

Here again,

::. 3 Rogelio Diaz-Guerrero,"A Sociocultural Psychology?"
Chicano :Psychology,ed. Joe L. Martinez(New York:Academic Pressl 1977.
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a weakness in the methodology became evident.

Specifically.

no distinction was made to clarify whether the combining of
households occured out of economic necessity or for moral support
or both.

This failure to ask for specific reasons for combining

households or for the proximity to kin or friends needs to be
explored more.

It may be that the proximity of kin is by coincidence

due to a city's boundaries. or proximity could be by choice on the
part of the respondent.

Whatever the case. this area should be

further explored to determine if it is indeed an pattern of transition
common to all heads of households in

their first year.

Emotional/Psychological Coping Strategies reveal the
use of the telephone as a tie to others; moving closer to family
or friends; talking to friends; and the use of prayer.

These

areas imply attempts to alleviate or mediate sources of stress that
are initiated by the respondent.
Perceived support systems included friends• family. religious
faith in God. and the use of prayer.

The inclusion of faith in God

and prayer as a support system is not unusual for the women in this
sample,

Many of the respondents were members of a fundamental

protestant church and reported personal prayer or "petitioning"
(asking others to pray for you) for prayer as a form of support.
This practice of prayer along with the evidence of belief in divine

4

providence point to questions raised by Acosta •
does

That is, what role

prayer or religious beliefs p-lay in the mediation of stress?

4 ._ Frank X. Acosta,"Ethnic Variables in Psychotherapy: The
Mexican-American,Chicano Psychology,ed.,Joe L. Martinez,(New York:
Academic Press) 1977.
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Chapter 5

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The summary and conclusions of this study are presented
in this chapter.

This was an exploratory-descriptive study of twenty

~icana and Latina single heads or household.

The purpose of the

study was to describe the experiences of these women in the transition to becoming a head of household.

The study also attempted

identification and description of support systems available to these
women and exploration of the role of support systems in the management of stress.
The sample consisted of 20 Chicana and Latina single he
heads of household with children under the age of eighteen.

The

single mothers in this sample ranged in age from 18 to 42 years
old, and consisted of widows, divorcees, never married women, and
women who were single through marital desertion.

All women were

urban dwellers living vi thin the San Francisco-Oakland Metropolitan
Bay area.
The researcher feels the following conclusions can be
drawn from analysis of the data.

These Chicana and Latina single

heads or household faced a variety of problems and concerns which
appear to be linked to the marital status or type of single

househotd head.

There appeared to be differences in overall
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experience according to the reason or contributing factors resulting
in heading the houshold, i,e., divorce, death of spouse, desertion
by spouse, or becoming a never married single mother.

In this study the welfare of the children was the highest priority for these women.

This may be partially explained by

t~e primary identification with the role of a mother.

The majority

of the sample had children under the age of ten, many of whom were
pre-school age, w.1ich may explain concern of having adequate male
figures ,

The presence of a ma.le model who interacted with the

children may be related to this concern.
The demands of heading a household may lead to varying
levels of stress experienced by these women.

Demands that appear

to be stressors are parenting, household finances, housing, and
the jo~ market.

In the mothers' self reports, stress was manifested

in feelings of loneliness, frustration, and depression.

Again,

the marital status or type of household head appears to have influence
on the types of stress experienced.
There appears to be some evidence that a geographical move
closer to family or friends takes place as a pattern of transition
during the first year as a head of household.
In summary, exploratory interviews with 20 single mothers
suggest that availability of support systems is a central factor
in coping with stress.

The boundaries of her support system appear

to be defined by a complex interaction of her ethnic identity,
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economic level, and type of single parent status.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

of Chicana and Latina single household heads is increa-

sing, yet there is a paucity of empirical research on these women
and their families.

Further research needs to be undertaken to

provide a data base for intervention on their behalf.
2.

In the study ~f Chicano and Latino families, traditional social

science research models have relied heavily on socio-economic variables available in composite demographic reports.

While these factors

generate valuable information, reliance on them as sole variables
may result in a fragmented view of the community.

Obviously, other

external influences in the physical and social environment ultimately
effect the functioning of its members.

Social work research on

Chicaan and Latina single heads of household and their families
as a group could expand elements of traditional models to a broader
framework.

If the total influence of historieal, social, political

and economic forces could be combined with traditional variables
a clearer perspective of the experiences, needs, problems and
strengths of this family form would emerge.
3.

This exploratory study

suggeststhe hypothesis that the

phychol9.gical issues of coping and stress management are linked to
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the availability of support networks within e.nd outside the community.
More rigorous work on stress measurement will provide a better
understanding of this relationship.

Among the central questions

in this research would be the following:
In what ways are environmental stressors related to physical and
emotional indices of health?
Within the range of support systems culturally relevant to these
women, can we iden+,ify the support system characteristics which
enable women to maintain or re-establish equilibrium in family
~~nctioning during a crisis period? (For example, the first year as
a houshold head).
What coping strategies do families headed by Chicanas and Latinas
use when compared intra- and inter- culturally by length of time
as a household head, number of years residence in the community,
ethnicity, etc.
4,

Research on differences in experience these women have according

to their marital status tas not been conducted.

Widows face different

hardships than do divorced women and the circumstances of never
married ~,r:thers : s likew-t.se different from women who have been
deserted.

The results of this study suggest that the unique strains

which result from each type of single household status should be examined.
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